
Discovering the Other—Understanding Ourselves 
 

Through the human exchange, difference becomes a blessing…We must learn the art of conversation, from 
which truth emerges not, as in Socratic dialogues, by the refutation of falsehood, but from the process of 
letting our world be enlarged by the presence of others who interpret reality in ways radically different from 
our own…We will make peace only when we learn that God loves difference and so, at last, must we.   
[The Dignity of Difference, Rabbi J. Sacks, pgs. 22-23] 

 

 
 

 
 

Key KOSHI: 
WHY a flood? [and]WHY Noah & the Ark? 

WHAT do the parallel flood-tales of Ancient Near Eastern culture teach us 
about the unique message of Noah & the flood? 

 
P’SHAT…The Story that Unearths THE Question: WHAT Are We to Become 

6:5]The Lord saw how great was man’s 
wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised 
by his mind was nothing but evil all the time.  
6] And the Lord regretted that He had made man 
on earth, and His heart was saddened. 7] The 
Lord said, “I will blot out from the earth the men 
whom I created—men together with beasts, 
creeping things, and birds of the sky; for I regret 
that I made them.” 8] But Noah found favor with 
the Lord. 
9] This is the line of Noah.—Noah was a righteous 
man; he was blameless in his age; Noah walked 
with God. –10] Noah begot three sons: Shem, 
Ham, and Japheth. 
11] The earth became corrupt before God; the 
earth was filled with lawlessness. 12] When God 
saw how corrupt the earth was, 13] God said to 
Noah, “I have decided to put an end to all flesh, 
for the earth is filled with lawlessness because of 
them: I am about to destroy them with the earth. 
14] Make yourself an ark of gopher wood; make 
it an ark with compartments, and cover it inside 
and out with pitch. 16] This is how you shall make 
it: the length of the ark shall be three hundred 
cubits, its width fifty cubits, and its height thirty 
cubits. 16] Make an opening for daylight in the 
ark, and terminate it within a cubit of the top. Put 

ֶרץ ְוָכל־  5 ם ָּבָא֑ ָאָד֖ ת ָהֽ ה ָרַע֥ י ַרָּב֛ ַוַּי֣ ְרא ְיהָֹו֔ה ִּכ֥
ֶצ֙ר  ע ָּכל־ַהּֽיֹום: ֵי֨ ק ַר֖ ת ִלּ֔בֹו ַר֥ ַוִּיָּנֶ֣חם   6ַמְחְׁשֹב֣

ב ֶאל־  ֶרץ ַוִּיְתַעֵּצ֖ ם ָּבָא֑ ָאָד֖ ה ֶאת־ָהֽ י־ָעָׂש֥ ְיהָֹו֔ה ִּכֽ
ם ֲאֶׁשר־  7ִלּֽבֹו:  ָאָד֤ ה ֶאת־ָהֽ אֶמר ְיהָֹו֗ה ֶאְמֶח֨ ֹ֣ ַוּי

ה ַעד־  ָאָד֙ם ַעד־ְּבֵהָמ֔ ה ֵמֽ ֲאָדָמ֔ אִת֙י ֵמַעל֙ ְּפֵנ֣י ָהֽ ָּבָר֨
ֶמׂש ְוַעד־֣עֹוף ַהּׁשָ  ם:  ֶר֖ י ֲעִׂשיִתֽ ְמִּתי ִּכ֥ י ִנַח֖ ִים ִּכ֥ ָמ֑

ה:   פ פ פ     [פרשת   8 ן ְּבֵעיֵנ֥י ְיהָֹוֽ ָצא ֵח֖ ַח ָמ֥ ְונֹ֕
ים ָהָי֖ה   9נח]  יק ָּתִמ֥ יׁש ַצִּד֛ ַח ִא֥ ַח נֹ֗ ת נֹ֔ ֶּלה ּֽתֹוְלֹד֣ ֵא֚

יו ֹרָת֑ ַח:  ְּבֹדֽ ְתַהֶּל�־ֹנֽ ים ִהֽ ֱא�ִה֖ ַח   10ֶאת־ָהֽ ַוּ֥יֹוֶלד ֹנ֖
ם אֶ  ה ָבִנ֑ים ֶאת־ֵׁש֖ ם ְוֶאת־ָיֶֽפת:  ְׁש�ָׁש֣ ת־ָח֥

ֶרץ   11 א ָהָא֖ ים ַוִּתָּמֵל֥ ֱא�ִה֑ ֶרץ ִלְפֵנ֣י ָהֽ ת ָהָא֖ ַוִּתָּׁשֵח֥
ס:  ָתה   12ָחָמֽ ֶרץ ְוִהֵּנ֣ה ִנְׁשָח֑ ים ֶאת־ָהָא֖ ַוַּי֧ ְרא ֱא�ִה֛

ֶרץ:   ס     ר ֶאת־ַּדְרּ֖כֹו ַעל־ָהָאֽ ית ָּכל־ָּבָׂש֛ י־ִהְׁשִח֧ ִּכֽ
ץ ָּכל־ָּבָׂש֙ר ָּב֣  13 ַח ֵק֤ ים ְלנֹ֗ אֶמר ֱא�ִה֜ ֹ֨ י ִּכי־ ַוּי א ְלָפַנ֔

ם   ם ְוִהְנִנ֥י ַמְׁשִחיָת֖ ס ִמְּפֵניֶה֑ ֶרץ ָחָמ֖ ה ָהָא֛ ְלָא֥ ָמֽ
ֶרץ: ים   14` ֶאת־ָהָאֽ ֶפר ִקִּנ֖ ת ֲעֵצי־גֹ֔ ה ְל֙� ֵּתַב֣ ֲעֵׂש֤

ִית ּוִמ֖חּוץ   ּה ִמַּב֥ ַפְרָּת֥ ֹאָת֛ ה ְוָכֽ ה ֶאת־ַהֵּתָב֑ ֲעֶׂש֣ ַּתֽ
ֶפר:  ּה ְׁש֧לׁש ֵמ֣אֹות   15ַּבֹּכֽ ה ֹאָת֑ ֲעֶׂש֖ ר ַּתֽ ה ֲאֶׁש֥ ְוֶז֕

ּה   ים ַאָּמ֙ה ָרְחָּב֔ ה ֲחִמִּׁש֤ ֶר� ַהֵּתָב֔ ה ֹא֚ ַאָּמ֗
ּה:  ה ֽקֹוָמָתֽ ים ַאָּמ֖ ֲעֶׂש֣  16ּוְׁשלִׁש֥ ַהר ׀ ַּתֽ ה  ֹצ֣ ה ַלֵּתָב֗

ּה   ה ְּבִצָּד֣ ַתח ַהֵּתָב֖ ְעָלה ּוֶפ֥ ָּנה ִמְלַמ֔ ְוֶאל־ַאָּמ֙ה ְּתַכֶּל֣
ָה:  ֲעֶׂשֽ ים ַּתֽ ם ּוְׁשִלִׁש֖ ם ְׁשִנִּי֥ ים ַּתְחִּתִּי֛ י   17ָּתִׂש֑ ֲאִנ֗ ַוֽ

ת   ֶרץ ְלַׁשֵח֣ ִי֙ם ַעל־ָהָא֔ יא ֶאת־ַהַּמּ֥בּול ַמ֨ ִהְנִנ֩י ֵמִב֨
ִים ּכֹ֥  ַחת ַהָּׁשָמ֑ ים ִמַּת֖ ר ֲאֶׁשר־ּבֹ֙ו ֣רּוַח ַחִּי֔ ל  ָּכל־ָּבָׂש֗

ע:  ֶרץ ִיְגָוֽ �   18ֲאֶׁשר־ָּבָא֖ י ִאָּת֑ י ֶאת־ְּבִריִת֖ ֹמִת֥ ֲהִקֽ ַוֽ
י־ָבֶנ֖י�   ה ּוָבֶנ֛י� ְוִאְׁשְּת֥� ּוְנֵׁשֽ ָבה ַאָּת֕ ּוָבאָת֙ ֶאל־ַהֵּת֔

 
Genesis 6:5-22 

 



the entrance to the ark in its side; make it with 
bottom, second, and third decks.  
17] For my part, I am about to bring the Flood—
waters upon the earth—to destroy all flesh under 
the sky in which there is breath of life; everything 
on earth shall perish. 18] But I will establish My 
covenant with you, and you shall enter the ark, 
with your sons, your wife, and your sons’ wives. 
19] And of all that lives, of all flesh, you shall take 
two of each into the ark to keep alive with you;  
and you shall enter the ark, with your sons, your 
wife, and your sons’ wives. 19] And of all that 
lives, of all flesh, you shall take two of each into 
the ark to keep alive with you; they shall be male 
and female. 20] From birds of every kind, cattle 
of every kind, every kind of creeping thing on 
earth, two of each shall come to you to stay alive. 
21] For your part, take of everything that is eaten 
and store it away, to serve as food for you and for 
them” 22] Noah did so; just as God commanded 
him, so he did.  

 :� יא   19ִאָּתֽ ל ָּתִב֥ ר ְׁשַנ֧ ִים ִמֹּכ֛ ָּכל־ָּבָׂש֞ י ִמֽ ַח֠ ּוִמָּכל־ָה֠
ְהיֽ  ה ִיֽ ר ּוְנֵקָב֖ � ָזָכ֥ ת ִאָּת֑ ֲחֹי֣ ה ְלַהֽ ּו:  ֶאל־ַהֵּתָב֖

ל   20 ּה ִמֹּכ֛ הּו ּוִמן־ַהְּבֵהָמ֙ה ְלִמיָנ֔ ָה֣עֹוף ְלִמיֵנ֗ ֵמֽ
י�   אּו ֵאֶל֖ ל ָיֹב֥ ה ְלִמיֵנ֑הּו ְׁשַנ֧ ִים ִמֹּכ֛ ֲאָדָמ֖ ֶמׂש ָהֽ ֶר֥

ֲחֽיֹות:  ר   21ְלַהֽ ֲאָכל֙ ֲאֶׁש֣ ה ַקח־ְל֗� ִמָּכל־ַמֽ ְוַאָּת֣
ה:   ם ְלָאְכָלֽ י� ְוָהָי֥ה ְל֛� ְוָלֶה֖ ַסְפָּת֖ ֵאֶל֑ ל ְוָאֽ ֵיָֽאֵכ֔

ן  ַוּיַ֖  22 ים ֵּכ֥ ר ִצָּו֥ה ֹא֛תֹו ֱא�ִה֖ ל ֲאֶׁש֨ ֹכ֠ ַח ְּכ֠ ַעׂש ֹנ֑
ה:   ָעָׂשֽ

 
 
  



REMEZ…An Interchange of Truths: The More Jewish—The More Human 
V.5-6 “Adonai saw how great was mankind’s wickedness on earth…And Adonai regretted making man & His heart was saddened.” 
SARNA…Endowed with free-will, man has used God’s gift to mischievous ends.  The limit of divine tolerance in the 
face of increasing evil has been reached. The narrator is careful to stress that the universal cataclysm into which the 
world is about to be plunged is not the result of divine caprice, but the considered judgment of God made 
inevitable by human evil. 
ALTER… It is noteworthy that the Mesopotamian Flood stories, on which this account draws heavily, present the Deluge 
as the gods’ response to overpopulation or as an arbitrary act whereas here it is evil that multiplies and fills the earth. 

RASHI… “VaYiNachem”  Rather, God was comforted that He made man on earth, rather than in the Upper 
Realm, where man would have caused them to rebel. 
IBN EZRA… Obviously, “God is not human that He should change His mind.” [I Sam. 15:29] The text is speaking in 
human terms, for a human being who destroys what he made appears to have changed his mind. 
B’REISHIT RABBAH… A gentile once questioned R’ Joshua ben Karcha: “Do you not admit that the Holy One 
foresees the future?”  “Of course,” the Rabbi replied.  “But it is written, “God was pained in His heart.” Didn’t God 
already know what would happen?”  R’ Joshua asked: “Have you ever been blessed with a child?”  “Yes, I have.” The 
Rabbi asked, “And what did you do when the child was born?”  “I celebrated!” the gentile smiled.  “But didn’t you 
know that one day your child would die?”  The non-Jew said, “At a time of joy, we rejoice.” 
“And so it is with the Holy One,” R’ Joshua said, “For God knew perfectly well man would end up sinning, yet, for 
the sake of the righteous, God did not refrain from creating them.” 

V.8 “But Noah found favor in the eyes of Adonai.” 
RAMBAN… As Adonai said to Moses,“You have truly gained My favor.” [Ex 33:17] All of Noah’s actions were pleasing to God 
KIMCHI… R’ Abba bar Kahana says: “Even Noah did not deserve to survive, but “he found favor with the Lord.” [B.Rabbah] 

R’ Elie MUNK… This distinction is reserved for those most deserving of God’s friendship.  Thus, with humanity on 
the verge of destruction, God concentrates His love on one man, and one family.  On them God builds the future of 
the entire universe.  One righteous being is capable, by himself, of saving all humankind. 

V.9  This is the line of Noah—Noah was a righteous man; blameless in his age. Noah walked with God.. 
KIMCHI… “Ish Tsadik”—the opposite of others in his generation who were men of violence. 
“Noah walked with God,” he cleaved to God and acted for God’s sake. It took great effort, for he lived in 
a generation so wicked, that he alone managed to avoid learning their ways. 

B’REISHIT RABBAH… “b’Dorotav—in his age.” Some of our Sages explain this in praise of Noah: Even in his 
corrupt generation, he managed to be righteous; how much the more righteous he would have been in a righteous 
age!  Others think its to his discredit: In his own generation, he was the best of the worst, but in Abraham’s 
generation, he would have been considered a nothing! 
TANCHUMA… “Noah walked with God,” but of Abraham it is said, “Walk before Me!”  [Gen 17:1] Noah needed 
support to hold him up; Abraham, fortified by his own righteousness, was able to walk on his own.   

V.11-13  The earth became corrupt before God; the earth was filled with lawlessness…for all flesh had corrupted its 
ways…God said to Noah: I have decided to put an end to all flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness because of them 
ABRAVANEL… “corrupt before God”—violating the commandments between man and God;  
“filled with lawlessness”—violating the commandments between man and man. 
NECHAMA… The Midrash abounds in descriptions of the wickedness of the generation…Nevertheless it is stressed 
that of all their numerous transgressions, only that one specifically named, that of violence, sealed their fate… 

V.13-14  I am about to destroy them from the earth. Make yourself an ark…  
TANCHUMA… Why did the Holy One command Noah to build an ark? So that others should see and repent! 
Said the Holy One: As he becomes engaged in the work, and cuts the cedar, they will gather round and say: “Noah, 
what are you making?”  And he will say: “An ark!  Because God told me a flood is coming to destroy the earth. So 
will people take note and mend their ways”…But no one noticed. 

V.17-18 For My part, I am about to bring the Flood to destroy all flesh in which there is the breath of life…But w/you I establish My Covenant.  

RALBAG… Rather “uphold”…The Covenant the Holy One made on the 7th Day of Creation to let the world unfold 
without the necessity of Divine intervention. 
R’ Elie MUNK… B’rit here does not mean a pact based on mutual agreement, but refers to a solemn promise… 
hence, God reaffirms the permanent validity of the Covenant…henceforth, to be carried on by Noah & co. 

  



DRASH…A Dialogue of Celebrating Difference: Listening for the Light 
Dr. JONATHAN SARFATI…[PHD in Chemistry, former New Zealand National Chess champ, he is a Young Earth 
Creationist who writes for Christian Ministries Internat’l …He was born in Ararat!!] 
…In 1853, the archaeologist Austen Henry Layard and his team were excavating the palace library of the 
ancient Assyrian capital Nineveh. Among their finds were a series of 12 tablets…dated from about 650 
BCE, though the poem in it was much older.  The hero, Gilgamesh, according to the Sumerian King List, 
was a king of the first dynasty…In the legend, Gilgamesh is 1/3 mortal and 2/3 divine.  He has 
enormous wisdom and strength, but oppresses the people.  The people call upon the gods, and the 
sky-god Anu makes a wild man called Enkidu with strength to match Gilgamesh.  Eventually the two 
fight, but neither can win. Their enmity becomes mutual respect then devoted friendship…The two 
friends set off on adventures, but eventually the gods kill Enkidu.  Gilgamesh mourns his friend and 
realizes he too must eventually die.  However, he learns of one who became immortal—Utnapishtim, 
the survivor of the flood.  Gilgamesh travels across the seas to find him, who tells of his remarkable life. 
THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH…[Tablet 11] 

…Now Utnapishtim, where he lay at ease, looked into the distance and he said in his heart, 
musing to himself, ‘Why does the boat sail here without tackle and mast; why are the sacred 
stones destroyed, and why does the master not sail the boat? That man who comes is none of 
mine; where I look I see a man whose body is covered with skins of beasts.  
Who is this who walks up the shore behind Urshanabi, for surely he is no man of mine? So 
Utnapishtim looked at him and said, ‘What is your name, you who come here wearing the skins of 
beasts, with your cheeks starved and your face drawn?  Why have you made this great journey? 
 
He replied, ’Gilgamesh is my name. I am from Uruk, from the house of Anu.’  
Then Utnapishtim said to him, ‘If you are Gilgamesh, why are your cheeks so starved and your 
face drawn? Why is despair in your heart?... 
Gilgamesh said to him, ‘Why should my face not be drawn? Despair is in my heart and my face 
is the face of one who has made a long journey. It was burned with heat and with cold. Why 
should I not wander over the pastures? My friend, my younger brother who seized and killed the 
Bull of Heaven and overthrew Humbaba in the cedar forest, my friend who was very dear to me 
and endured dangers beside me, Enkidu, my brother whom I loved, the end of mortality has 
overtaken him. I wept for him seven days and nights till the worm fastened on him. Because of 
my brother I am afraid of death; because of my brother I stray through the wilderness. His fate 
lies heavy upon me. How can I be silent, how can I rest? He is dust and I shall die also…Again 
Gilgamesh said, speaking to Utnapishtim, ‘It is to see Utnapishtim whom we call The Faraway 
that I have come this journey. For. this 1 have wandered over the world, I have crossed many 
difficult ranges, I have crossed the seas…Oh, father Utnapishtim, you who have entered the 
assembly of the gods, I wish to question you concerning the living and the dead, how shall I find 
the [eternal] life for which I am searching?  
 
Utnapishtim said, ‘There is no permanence. Do we build a house to stand for ever, do we seal a 
contract to hold for all time? Do brothers divide an inheritance to keep forever, does the flood-
time of rivers endure? From the days of old there is no permanence.  
Life and death the gods allot but the day of death they do not disclose.’  
Then Gilgamesh said to Utnapishtim the Faraway, ‘I look at you now, Utnapishtim, and your 
appearance is no different from mine; there is nothing strange in your features. I thought I 
should find- you like a hero prepared for battle, but you he here taking your ease on your back. 
Tell me truly, how was it that you came to enter the company of the gods and to possess 
everlasting life?' Utnapishtim said to Gilgamesh, ‘I will reveal to you a mystery, I will tell you a 
secret of the gods.'  
 ‘You know the city Shurrupak, it stands on the banks of Euphrates?  



That city grew old and the gods that were in it were old. There was Anu,-lord of the firmament, 
their father, and warrior Enlil their counsellor, Ninurta the helper, and Ennugi watcher over canals; 
and with them also was Ea. In those days the world teemed, the people multiplied, the world  
bellowed like a wild bull, and the great god was aroused by the clamour.  
Enlil heard the clamour and he said to the gods in council, "The uproar of mankind is intolerable 
and sleep is no longer possible by reason of the babel." So the gods agreed to exterminate 
mankind. Enlil did this, but Ea because of his oath warned me in a dream.  
“O man of Shurrupak, son of Ubara-Tutu; tear down your house and build a boat, abandon 
possessions and look for life, despise worldly goods and save your soul alive. Tear down your 
house, I say, and build a boat…let her deck be roofed like the vault that covers the abyss; then 
take up into the boat the seed of all living creatures."  
‘When 1 had understood I said to my lord, "Behold, what you have commanded I will honour  
and perform, but how shall I answer the people, the city, the elders?"  
Then Ea opened his mouth and said to me, his servant, "Tell them this: I have learnt that  
Enlil is wrathful against me, I dare no longer walk in his land nor live in his city; I will go down to 
the Gulf to dwell with Ea my lord. But on you he will rain down abundance, rare fish and shy 
wild-fowl, a rich harvest-tide. In the evening the rider of the storm  
will bring you wheat in torrents."  
 
‘In the first light of dawn all my household gathered round me, the children brought pitch and  
the men whatever was necessary. On the fifth day I laid the keel and the ribs, then I made fast 
the planking. The ground-space was one acre, each side of the deck measured one hundred and 
twenty cubits, making a square. I built six decks below, seven in all,…  
I slaughtered bullocks for the people and every day I killed sheep. I gave the shipwrights wine to 
drink as though it were river water, raw wine and red wine and oil and white wine. There was 
feasting then as -there is at the time of the New Year's festival; I myself anointed my head.  
On the seventh day the boat was complete.  
I loaded into her all that 1 had of gold and of living things, my family, my kin, the beast of the 
field both wild and tame, and all the craftsmen. I sent them on board, for the time that Shamash 
had ordained was already fulfilled when he said, "in the evening, when the rider of the storm 
sends down the destroying rain, enter the boat and batten her down." The time was fulfilled, the 
evening came, the rider of the storm sent down the rain. I looked out at the weather and it was 
terrible, so I too boarded the boat and battened her down…. 
‘With the first light of dawn a black cloud came from the horizon; it thundered within where Adad, 
lord of the storm was riding. In front over hill and plain Shullat and Hanish, heralds of the storm, led 
on. Then the gods of the abyss rose up; Nergal pulled out the dams of the nether waters, Ninurta 
the warlord threw down the dykes, and the seven judges of hell, the Annunaki, raised their torches, 
lighting the land with their livid flame. A stupor of despair went up to heaven when the god of the 
storm turned daylight to darkness, when he smashed the land like a cup. One whole day the 
tempest raged, gathering fury as .it went, it poured over the people like the tides of battle;  
Even the gods were terrified at the flood, they fled to the highest heaven,  
Then Ishtar the sweet-voiced Queen of Heaven cried out like a woman in travail:  
"Alas the days -of old are turned to dust because I commanded evil; why did I command thus 
evil in the council of all the gods? I commanded wars to destroy the people, but are they not my 
people, for I brought them forth? Now like the spawn of fish they float in the ocean."  
The great gods of heaven and of hell wept, they covered their mouths.  
‘For six days and six nights the winds blew, torrent and tempest and flood overwhelmed the 
world, tempest and flood raged together like warring hosts.  
When the seventh day dawned the storm from the south subsided, the  
sea grew calm, the, flood was stilled; I looked at the face of the world and there was silence, all 
mankind was turned to clay. The surface of the sea stretched as flat as a roof-top; 1 opened a 



hatch and the light fell on my face. Then I bowed low, I sat down and I wept, the tears streamed 
down my face, for on every side was the waste of water. I looked for land in vain, but fourteen 
leagues distant there appeared a mountain, and there the boat grounded; on the mountain of 
Nisir the boat held fast, she held fast and did not budge.  
When the seventh day dawned I loosed a dove and let her go. She flew away, but finding no 
resting-place she returned. Then I loosed a swallow, and she flew away but finding no resting-
place she returned. I loosed a raven, she saw that the waters had retreated, she ate, she  
flew around, she cawed, and she did not come back.  
 
Then I threw everything open to the four winds, I made a sacrifice and poured out a libation on 
the mountain top. Seven and again seven cauldrons I set up on their stands, I heaped up wood 
and cane and cedar and myrtle. When the gods smelled the sweet savour, they gathered like flies  
over the sacrifice. Then, at last, Ishtar also came, she lifted her necklace with the jewels of heaven 
that once Anu had made to please her. "O you gods here present, by the lapis lazuli round my 
neck I shall remember these days as I remember the jewels of my throat; these last days I shall 
not forget. Let all the gods gather round the sacrifice, except Enlil. He shall not approach this 
offering, for without reflection he brought the flood; he consigned my people to destruction."  
 
‘When Enlil had come, when he saw the boat, he was wrath and swelled with anger at the gods, 
the host of heaven, "Has any of these mortals escaped? Not one was to have survived the 
destruction." Then the god of the wells and canals Ninurta opened his mouth and said to the 
warrior Enlil, "Who is there of the gods that can devise without Ea? It is Ea alone who knows all 
things." Then Ea opened his mouth and spoke to warrior Enlil,  
"Wisest of gods, hero Enlil, how could you so senselessly bring down the flood?  
Lay upon the sinner his sin, lay upon the transgressor his transgression, Punish him a little  
Do not drive him too hard or he perishes, Would that a lion had ravaged mankind!  
Would that a wolf had ravaged mankind rather than the flood! 
Would that famine had wasted the world rather than the flood,  
 
It was not I that revealed the secret of the gods; the wise man learned it in a dream. Now take 
your counsel what shall be done with him."  
‘Then Enlil went up into the boat, he took me by the hand and my wife and made us enter the 
boat and kneel down on either side, he standing between us. He touched our foreheads to bless 
us saying, "In time past Utnapishtim was a mortal man; henceforth he and his wife shall live in 
the distance at the mouth of the rivers." Thus it was that the gods took me and placed me here 
to live in the distance, at the mouth of the rivers.'  
 
  



SOD…Courage & Vulnerability: The Open Questioning that Leads to Love 
 

Dr. SHALOM E. HOLTZ… [Associate Prof. of Bible at Yeshiva University] 

…Most of early Genesis takes place in Mesopotamia, “the land between the rivers” Tigris 
and Euphrates. After the flood, which covers the entire world, Noah’s ark comes to rest 
near the sources of both rivers, “on the mountains of Urartu” (Gen. 8:4) in modern-day 
eastern Turkey…Nimrod’s primary cities include Babylon (Gen. 10:10), whose name 
receives a Hebrew folk etymology. Uruk and Akkad, two other constituents of Nimrod’s 
kingdom, are both well-attested in records from Mesopotamia….Finally, Terah and his 
family, including the patriarch-to-be Abram, begin their journey in “Ur of the Chaldeans,” 
the ancient city of Ur, in modern-day southern Iraq. Through these geographic features, 
the Torah situates Israel’s origins in Mesopotamia.   

Modern discoveries of the written remains of Mesopotamian civilization further the 
Bible’s narrative claim of a Mesopotamian connection. They do not, of course, provide 
extra-biblical confirmation that Abram lived at Ur or that Noah’s ark landed in Urartu. 
Instead, these discoveries expose extensive, deeper connections between the Torah and 
the culture that dominated the Near East for most of Israel’s early history. 

Famously, the flood story’s Mesopotamian connections first came to light with George 
Smith’s 1872 decipherment of parts of the eleventh tablet pf the Standard Babylonian 
Epic of Gilgamesh. Utnapishtim’s account parallels not only the Bible’s general plot 
line—people’s survival of a divinely ordained flood—but also the Bible’s details. 

The use of one unusual word even suggests that the biblical account is familiar with the 
Mesopotamian one: to caulk his ark, Noah is to use pitch (Gen. 6:14), Hebrew Kofer 
cognate to Akkadian Kafaru which is what Utnapishtim uses… 

Since Smith’s sensational discoveries, Assyriologists, scholars of ancient Mesopotamia 
have learned that the flood narrative is not original to the Gilgamesh Epic. Stories about 
Gilgamesh circulated for nearly a millennium before the flood story was added and the 
“standard” version of the epic was composed. The eleventh tablet of the Gilgamesh Epic 
that Smith discovered incorporates a once-independent, older work of literature (dating 
the mid-second millennium BCE), known as the Epic of Atrahasis, after the survivor of 
the flood in this work.  The flood is the gods’ final attempt to solve the unforeseen 
results of the creation of humanity. 

The discovery of this borrowing and the recovery of the original are important because 
the independent story provides much deeper, contextual connections to the Bible’s 
account. As the late Tikva Frymer-Kensky observes, “the Atrahasis Epic presents the 
flood story in a context comparable to that of Genesis, that of a Primeval History” The 
cycle of creation, destruction and recreations drives the plot in the Atrahasis Epic, just as 
it does in this week’s and last week’s portions. 



Building on her own contextual observation, Frymer-Kensky relies on the Atrahasis Epic 
to illuminate two aspects of the biblical account: the pre-flood problem and the post-
flood solution.  In the Atrahasis Epic, the gods face the problem of human 
overpopulation, expressed in poetic terms as “the noise of mankind” that keeps the 
gods from sleeping. After the flood, the gods institute three measures to curb the 
human population and prevent the problem from recurring.   

The biblical account, on the other hand, “is emphatically not about overpopulation.” In 
fact, God’s instruction to Noah and his family, “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 9:1) 
suggests that the Bible “consciously rejected the underlying theme of the Atrahasis 
Epic.” Instead, the problem is human wickedness (Gen. 6:5). 

By restricting violence against animals and outlawing violence between humans, both of 
these prohibitions address the pre-flood problem of humanity’s wickedness. In other 
words, to prevent the flood, law, here represented by these two prohibitions, must 
replace lawlessness. In this same spirit, the rabbinic tradition of “the Seven Noahide 
laws,” attributes God’s basic laws for all humans, Jews and gentiles, to this post-flood 
moment. 

Underlying these narrative contrasts between Gen. 1-9 and the Atrahasis Epic are 
fundamentally different conceptions of the relationship between humans and the divine 
realm. In the Near Eastern Epics, humans are tolerated but must be strictly contained. In 
the Bible, God views human population as a blessing, and goes so far as to enter a 
covenant with all of humanity.  

Humans—for all their noise, and even their “evil devisings” (Gen. 6:6)—are valuable in 
God’s eyes, and can even be parties to a covenant with God. 

 

 


